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secondary and  tertiary  levels. One  important  skill 
necessary  to work  in  the  international arena  is  the 
ability  to  understand,  process,  synthesize,  and 
communicate information and ideas.



















3.  It helps students recognize and  investigate  their 
assumptions.
4. It encourages attentive, respectful listening.
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Grading  is a key element of university undergraduate courses and,  implemented  in a deliberate manner, can 





















classes  is group discussion  in English  facilitated by 
the  PDR  Method  initially  developed  by  Daniel 
Eichhorst  and  refined  with  the  help  of  several 
colleagues. PDR stands  for ‘preparation, discussion, 
reaction’,  and  al lows  EFL  students  to  have 
discussions  in English about student-selected  topics 





use  their  answers  to have a  series  of  small-group 
d iscuss ions   with   the ir   c lassmates   in   c lass 
（‘discussion’）, and  finally write  a  short  essay  in 
English  in class summarising  their  thoughts on  the 
topic （‘reaction’）.
PDR is currently being used at several universities 
in  Japan and  is explained  fully  in  the Preparation/ 
Discussion/ Reaction Handbook （Eichhorst, Enslen, 
Shearon, 2016）.






classes）. Eigo B1  and B2  are  based  upon written 




































1. All English  courses  should be  4-skills  courses 
with an emphasis on one or more of the skills. In 
discussion-based  courses  the  emphasis  is  on 
output （speaking and writing） skills.
2. Students  should  be  able  to  pass  the  course 
through doing one hour of homework per week 
and participating positively in the classes.
3. Grading criteria  should be  transparent  so  that 
students can determine what grade they want to 













5. How  do  we  maintain  student  interest  and 
motivation?





to  improve  students’ ability  to  communicate  and 
express  their  thoughts  orally  and  in writing. The 
objectives of this course are to have students:
1. Utilize and expand their English vocabulary









shaped  the  curriculum of PDR classes  at Tohoku 
University.  One  concrete  way  to  examine  this 
evolution is to consider the grading criteria over time.
Current Criteria （2016）
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group discussions with different members. During this 
time,  the  teacher  observes  students  and  notes 
instances of positive or negative behaviour. Positive 
behaviour  includes active participation,  interacting 




group  members .   Students   score  the ir   own 
performance in discussions, and the teacher compares 
the student scores to their own notes.
In  the  final  section of  the class students write a 
reaction in English for 15 minutes. The content of the 
reaction is students’ view of the topic combined with 






such  as  speaking  in  groups  about  simple  topics 






attend ⅔ of classes  in order  to pass  the course.  In 





It may be useful  for  teachers  to  look at how the 
criteria were developed over time.
PDR Classes from 2010-2016
The  PDR  Method  was  developed  by  Daniel 
Eichhorst while working at  secondary schools and 
universities  in  Japan. He  first  used  it  at Tohoku 
University in 2010. At the time PDR was only used in 




it  favoured  students who  already  had  developed 













Attendance Teacher monitors attendance  for each class （more  than  five absences 
means  automatic  failure,  each  absence  after  the  first makes  it  likely 
students will drop a grade）
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From  2011  student  preparation  sheets  were 
checked and a score was given  for completion and 
content by the teacher （the initial check was quickly 




















introduced  to  distinguish  excellent  content  from 
merely completing  the  task. Use of  the new scale 
encouraged  students  to put more effort  into  their 
ideas. At  the  same  time,  a discussion  score of 1-4 
assigned by the teacher was introduced. This had two 
purposes:  to  improve  the  link  between  student 
participation and  their eventual grade, and  to help 
teachers pay more attention  to  individual  students 
during class. Needing to assign a speaking score  to 
each  student  meant  that  teachers  needed  to 
deliberately observe everyone during the discussion 
activities.
2016 saw the  largest changes  to  the assessment 
system. In order to balance the three elements of the 




even  if  their writing  skills  are worse  than  their 
classmates’.  In addition,  the  scoring  for discussion 
was transferred to the students themselves, who now 
score  themselves  as  fo l lows:   2 -4  points  for 
participation, 1-3 points  for  leadership, and 1-3 points 
for voice/eye contact/English expression. The teacher 





by  a  desire  to  improve  student  outcomes while 
complying with the university grading guidelines. Due 
Table 2 : Historical Evolution of Activities and Assessment
Preparation Discussion Reaction
2010 Not assessed Scored by teacher +/- Scored by teacher 0-10
2011 Scored by teacher 1-3 Scored by teacher +/- Scored by teacher 0-10
2012 Scored by teacher 1-3 Scored by teacher +/- Scored by teacher 0-11
2013 Scored by teacher 0-3 Scored by teacher +/- Scored by teacher 0-11
2014 Scored by teacher 0-3 Scored by teacher +/- Scored by teacher 0-11
2015 Scored by teacher 0-4 Scored by teacher 0-4 Scored by teacher 0-11
2016 Scored by teacher 0-10 Scored by student 0-10, confirmed by teacher Scored by teacher 0-10
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to  the  teachers’ strong belief  in  the desirability of 
transparent grading it is not possible to assign grades 




of  students  receiving  top grades  is  roughly  in  line 
with  the  university guidelines,  and  this  has  been 
achieved without compromising on  the principle of 
awarding grades  to every student  that  fulfilled  the 
criteria for receiving them.
Future areas  for  investigation  include developing 
thematic courses for students in specific departments, 
trialling alternative group sizes  for discussions, and 




choose  from  at  the  beginning  of  the  course.  By 




of  content  classes would be desirable  in  order  to 
identify and explore suitable topics for inclusion.
PDR classes  are  currently  based  around  small-
group discussions between 3-4 students. Experience 
so  far has shown that  this size of group  is  ideal  to 
maximize  student  speaking output while  avoiding 
interpersonal problems.
However,  pair discussions have  the potential  to 































criteria was  only  possible  due  to  the  extensive 
collaboration between teachers to address problems, 
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